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Thinking conjuncturally about ideology, housing and 
English planning 
Andy Inch (Department of Urban Studies and Planning) University of Sheffield, UK 
 
Edward Shepherd (Department of Real Estate and Planning) University of Reading, UK 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper H[SORUHVWKHYDOXHRI6WXDUW+DOO¶VDSSURDFKWRFRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLVIRUH[DPLQLQJWKH
FRPSOH[ UHODWLRQV EHWZHHQ LGHRORJ\ DQG SODQQLQJ %\ ³WKLQNLQJ FRQMXQFWXUDOO\´ ZH H[SORUH
planning as a site where multiple social, economic and political forces coalesce; ideology is one 
of these forces whose role and influence must be tracked alongside others. To illustrate this we 
draw on recent and ongoing planning reforms in England and their relationship with housing 
development. Highlighting the faltering role of D SDUWLFXODU LGHRORJLFDO IRUPDWLRQ LQ µVXWXULQJ
WRJHWKHU FRQWUDGLFWRU\ OLQHV RI DUJXPHQW DQG HPRWLRQDO LQYHVWPHQWV¶ +DOO   DURXQG
housing and planning, the paper draws attention to planning as a space where ideological struggle 
takes place within the frame of a broader, contingent cultural hegemony. This struggle may help 
to reaffirm that hegemony but it can also open space for alternative visions to be articulated, with 
potential to transform dominant logics of planning and reveal routes to practical and progressive 
action. 
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2 
Introduction 
 
For John Friedmann (1987) planning is the guidance of history by reason. However, over recent 
decades the idea of planning has often seemed to stand on the wrong side of historical change, 
viewed as inimical to dominant forms of neoliberal1 reason and accused of obstructing the march 
of progress (Goonewardena, 2003). The status of planning has been subject to sustained criticism, 
prompting widespread attempts to reform state guidance of land and property markets and 
generating pervasive concern that the idea of planning project is under attack (e.g. Klosterman, 
1985; Gunder, 2016). Whilst such reform initiatives have typically been framed as pragmatic, 
evidence-based responses to policy (and sometimes market) failures, they are also shaped by 
political forces operating at various levels. By reworking the institutions and social relations of 
practice they seek to bring prevailing definitions of planning into line with dominant ideas. In 
short, they are always also ideological. 
 
Tracing the relations between specific attempts to reshape planning ideas and practices and wider 
ideological forces like neoliberalism, however, raises long-VWDQGLQJTXHVWLRQVDERXWWKH³SUREOHP
RI LGHRORJ\´ $ FHQWUDO GLIILFXOW\ FRQFHUQV KRZ WR VWULNH WKH DSSURSULDWH EDODQFH EHWZHHQ WKH
ideational and the material: to what extent do neoliberal (or any other set of) grand narratives drive 
historical change rather than themselves responding to underlying shifts in economic relations, 
social change or political events?  A balance must be struck somewhere that always risks 
privileging one side of the analytical coin over the other, whether structuring power over political 
agency or the ideational over the material. These are theoretical and epistemological as well as 
methodological questions which have been central to encounters between the Marxist conception 
of ideology and linguistic and psychoanalytical theories, particularly from the 1950s onwards. 
They have also been core concerns of planning theory in its engagement with ideology. 
 
From Marxist-influenced critiques of the ideology of planning (e.g. Harvey, 1978) to  post-
                                                          
1
 µ1HROLEHUDOLVP¶LVDQDPRUSKRXVDQGFRQWHVWHGFRQFHSW+HUHLWLVXQGHUVWRRGDVDSURYLVLRQDOEXWXQVDWLVIDFWRU\ODEHOIRUDQ 
ideological formation whose dominance has defined an era based on processes of neoliberalisation characterised by, amongst 
other things, the valorisation of market rationalities and policies founded on a deep scepticism towards public intervention, 
including planning (except in so far as it creates the conditions for a market economy to flourish). It should be emphasised that 
µQHROLEHUDOLVP¶LVMXVWRQHRIPDQ\SRWHQWLDOLGHRORJLFDOIRUPDWLRQVDQGWKDWµDFWXDOO\H[LVWLQJ¶IRUPVRIQHROLEHUDOLVPYDUy 
widely between different political regimes where they are typically combined in complex ways with other ideological traditions. 
3 
structural reconfigurations of ideology as a discursive structure (e.g. Flyvbjerg, 1998), critical 
planning theory has explored how various forms of power constrain the scope of planning ideas 
and practices and serve the interests of dominant elites (e.g. Gunder, 2010). Other strands of 
planning scholarship, however, remain sceptical of the value of concepts like ideology and 
QHROLEHUDOLVPVXVSHFWLQJWKHPRIFRQWULEXWLQJWRDVWUXFWXUDOLVWµRYHU-FULWLTXH¶.LOPLQVWHU
that pays inadequate attention to other factors, whether the complexity of empirical realities 
(Allmendinger and Thomas, 1998) or the normative and pragmatic imperatives of planning 
scholarship to show that there is space to do things better, even in a neoliberal world (Campbell et 
al, 2014).  
 
,QWKLVSDSHUZHDUJXHWKDW³FRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLV´DVGHYHORSHGE\WKHODWHSROLWLFDODQGFXOWXUDO
theorist Stuart Hall, offers a productive route for addressing these enduring challenges. As yet 
underexplored in planning theory, conjunctural analysis seeks to bring into analytical purview the 
intersection of multiple processes that coalesce at a particular historical moment to produce a 
GLVWLQFWLYH ³FRQMXQFWXUH´ ± or combination of processes ± inscribed with particular crisis 
tendencies and political potentialities.  
 
Ideology is one factor whose role and influence must be tracked alongside a number of other 
important processes of economic, social and political change. Conjunctural analysis therefore 
IRFXVHVRQ³GLDJQRVLQJWKHSUHVHQW´1HZPDQ as a means of generating practical political 
LQVLJKW³7KLQNLQJFRQMXQFWXUDOO\´LVQRWWKHQDSXUHO\WKHRUHWLFDOH[HUFLVHEXWDPHDQVRIreading 
the complex political possibilities that may be emerging to guide history (and therefore planning) 
in new directions, particularly in moments of crisis. Given that there are strong signs that the old 
certainties secured by neoliberalism are crumbing with no clear consensus as to what is to come 
(Stahl, 2019), we need now more than ever need to be alert to emergent ideas. 
 
7RLOOXVWUDWHRXUDUJXPHQWZHH[SORUHKRZSUHVVXUHVJHQHUDWHGE\DSHUFHLYHG³housing crisiV´
have influenced successive reforms to the planning system in England since 2010,2 a period 
shaped by the ongoing effects of the 2007/08 global financial crisis which itself had roots in the 
LGHRORJLFDOSRVLWLRQLQJRIKRXVLQJZLWKLQ WKH³QHROLEHUDOVHWWOHPHQW´:HDUJXH WKHVHSODQQLQJ
                                                          
2
 Due to devolution of planning powers within the United Kingdom, our focus here is on England. 
4 
reforms have been a means by which a ruling Conservative Party has sought to govern the problem 
of planning for housing within the terms set by its own evolving political ideology and an ongoing 
KHJHPRQLF VHWWOHPHQW WKDW KDYH ERWK VLWXDWHG WKH SURPLVH RI ³KRPHRZQHUVKLS´ LQ D ³SURSHUW\
RZQLQJGHPRFUDF\´DVFHQWUDOWRWKHLUSRSXODUDSSHDO&ODUNH+RZHYHUZHJRRQWRDUJXe 
that a deepening of the material, social and political contradictions underpinning the housing 
question, coupled with the wider political crisis SURPSWHGE\WKH8QLWHG.LQJGRP¶VGHFLVLRQto 
leave the European Union, may have begun to destabilise the core neoliberal problematisation of 
planning as a root cause of the housing crisis.  
 
Conjunctural analysis therefore enables us to explore the faltering role of political ideology in 
µVXWXULQJWRJHWKHUFRQWUDGLFWRU\OLQHVRIDUJXPHQWDQGHPRWLRQDOLQYHVWPHQWV¶+DOO
around housing and planning. As a result, we argue planning should be understood as a site of 
struggle, where ideology is deployed as part of ongoing efforts to secure, renew or challenge a 
broader (contingent) hegemonic settlement. However, we also argue that planning could 
potentially be a site where space may open up for more progressive ideas to be articulated. As a 
result, we conclude by outlining how conjunctural analysis enables us to bridge the critical and 
pragmatic orientations in planning theory by exploring strategies for ideologically reshaping 
planning ideas and practices in and against the profound uncertainties and crises currently 
enveloping neoliberal hegemony. 
 
The argument is structured as follows: next, we discuss how +DOO¶V FRQMXQFWXUDO DQDO\VLV ZDV
developed in response to challenging questions regarding the relationship between ideology and 
the material world. A summary of our approach to applying conjunctural analysis is then set out. 
The concept of housing in the context of the English planning system, structural changes to the 
UK housebuilding sector and the 2007/08 global financial crisis are then discussed. We then 
analyse various changes to English planning, tracing the role of ideology while seeking to hold 
various other determinants of the conjuncture in view. After exploring the role ideology plays in 
narrating the present historical moment we go on to stake out how this form of critical analysis 
generates practical insight into the contemporary politics of planning. 
 
Approaching the problem of ideology by thinking conjuncturally  
5 
 
6WXDUW+DOO¶V>@ZRUNZDVFHQWUDOO\FRQFHUQHGZLWKWKHproblem of ideology 
RUKRZµWRJLYHDQDFFRXQWZLWKLQDPDWHULDOLVW WKHRU\RIKRZVRFLDO LGHDVDULVH¶+HGHILQHG
LGHRORJ\DVµWKHPHQWDOIUDPHZRUNV± the languages, the concepts, categories, imagery of thought, 
and the systems of representation ± which different classes and social groups deploy in order to 
PDNHVHQVHRIGHILQHILJXUHRXWDQGUHQGHULQWHOOLJLEOHWKHZD\VRFLHW\ZRUNV¶>@-
6). His was therefore a sociological rather than necessarily pejorative conception of ideology as 
³IDOVHFRQVFLRXVQHVV´1HYHUWKHOHVVKHZDV LQWHUHVWHG LQFULWLFDOO\H[DPLQLQJKRZWKH³PHQWDO
IUDPHZRUNV´RIWKHSRZHUIXOVKDSHWKHFRQVFLRXVQHVVDQGOLYHGSUDFWLFHVRIZLGHUVRFLHW\DQGWKXV
KHOSWRVHFXUHLWVGRPLQDWLRQ$QWRQLR*UDPVFL¶VZRUNRQKHJHPRQ\ZDVWKHUHfore indispensable 
for understanding how ruling ideas secure dominance through consent as much as coercion.  
Following Raymond Williams ([1980] 2005, 37-ZHFDQXQGHUVWDQGKHJHPRQ\DVD³DFHQWUDO
system of practices, meanings and values, which we can pURSHUO\FDOOGRPLQDQWDQGHIIHFWLYH´
Like Williams, Hall saw hegemony as operating at a more fundamental level than ideology but 
also saw in Gramsci a recognition that it was always contested: 
Hegemony, once achieved, must be constantly and ceaselessly renewed, 
UHHQDFWHG«&HQWUDOWRWKLVLVWKHQRWLRQRIYDULRXVIRUPVDQGLQWHQVLWLHVRIVWUXJJOH+DOO
1988a, 54) 
 
Hegemony is, therefore, a contingent process of struggle between dominant, residual and emergent 
social forces rather than a closed and totalisinJVWUXFWXUH$VLGHRORJ\LV LQVLJQLILFDQWSDUW µD
FXOWXUDOEDWWOHWRWUDQVIRUPWKHSRSXODUPHQWDOLW\¶*UDPVFLTXRWHGLQ+DOODLWSOD\VDQ
important role in struggles to establish hegemony, organising the complex and frequently 
contradictory WHUUDLQ RI SRSXODU FRPPRQ VHQVH $FFRUGLQJ WR +DOO¶V UHDGLQJ RI *UDPVFL µD
KHJHPRQLFVHWWOHPHQWRQO\ZRUNVZKHQLGHRORJ\FDSWXUHVRU³KHJHPRQLVHV´FRPPRQVHQVHZKHQ
it becomes so taken-for-granted that its ways of looking at the world seem to be the only ways in 
ZKLFKRUGLQDU\ SHRSOH FDQFDOFXODWHZKDW¶V JRRGDQGZKDW¶VQRW¶ +DOO 	0DVVH\
Drawing on the work of Ernesto Laclau (1977), Hall argued that ideology therefore seeks to 
µDUWLFXODWH¶FRQQHFWLRQVVWLWFKLQJGLVSDUDWHVRFLDOIRUFHVWRJHther to suppress, conceal or seek to 
resolve contradictions between them. In this way, it seeks to provide a degree of coherence 
6 
VXIILFLHQWWRVHFXUHSRSXODUFRQVHQW ,PSRUWDQWO\WKLVPHDQVµ,GHRORJ\LVDOZD\VFRQWUDGLFWRU\
There is no single, integrated ³UXOLQJ LGHRORJ\´«,GHRORJ\ ZRUNV EHVW E\ VXWXULQJ WRJHWKHU
FRQWUDGLFWRU\OLQHVRIDUJXPHQWDQGHPRWLRQDO LQYHVWPHQWV«&RQWUDGLFWLRQLV LWVmetier¶+DOO
2017, 713)  
 
This conception of hegemony and the role of ideology, drew on the distinction Gramsci (2005, 
229- PDGH EHWZHHQ D ³war of manoeuvre´ WKH DFWLYH VHL]XUH RI SRZHU DQG WKH ³war of 
SRVLWLRQ´, the ongoing struggle across multiple fronts through which political leadership can be 
established in complex societies. Rather than viewing hegemony in monolithic terms as the 
RXWFRPH RI D ZDU RI PDQRHXYUH DVVHVVLQJ DQG LQWHUYHQLQJ LQ WKH RQJRLQJ ³ZDU RI SRVLWLRQ´
UHTXLUHVDWWHQWLYHQHVVWRWKHµGLIIHUHQWSODFHVIURPZKLFKZHFDQDOOEHJLQWKHUHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI
VRFLHW\¶+DOO>@VWDNLQJ positions from which to articulate possibilities for change 
within the constraints of prevailing social and material relations. Hall therefore developed his 
DSSURDFKWR³FRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLV´DVDPHDQVRIFULWLFDOO\UHDGLQJKLVWRULFDOSRVVLELOLWLHVIRUsuch 
SROLWLFDO³SRVLWLRQWDNLQJ´ 
 
Towards conjunctural analysis 
 
,Q VHHNLQJ WR IRUJH D SDWK EHWZHHQ ³HFRQRPLVP´ ZKHUH DOO VRFLDO UHODWLRQV DUH XOWLPDWHO\
GHWHUPLQHGE\WKHPRGHDQGUHODWLRQVRIHFRQRPLFSURGXFWLRQDQG³LGHRORJLVP´ZKHUHLGHDVDUH
seen to float free of any kind of material determination), Hall explored the possibility of reading 
historical conjunctures, understood as: 
«D SHULRG GXULQJ ZKLFK WKH GLIIHUHQW VRFLDO SROLWLFDO HFRQRPLF DQG LGHRORJLFDO
contradictions that are at work in society come together to give it a specific and distinctive 
shape. The post-war period, dominated by the welfare state, public ownership and wealth 
redistribution through taxation was one conjuncture; the neoliberal, market-forces era 
unleashed by Thatcher and Reagan was another. These are two distinct conjunctures, 
separated by the crisis of the 1970s. (Hall & Massey, 2010, 57)3 
                                                          
3
 7KHZRUG³FRQMXQFWXUH´LQ(QJOLVKFRPHVIURPIURPWKH/DWLQ³FRQMXQJHUH´PHDQLQJ³MRLQWRJHWKHU´+DOO¶VXVHRIWKH
FRQFHSWGHULYHVIURP*UDPVFL¶VXVHRILWLQWKH,WDOLDQ´FRQJLXQWXUD´DQG$OWKXVVHU¶VODWHULQFRUSRUDWLRQRILWLQWRKLVwork in 
French. Both Gramsci and Althusser saw the FRQMXQFWXUDODVOHVVVLJQLILFDQWWKDQWKHXQGHUO\LQJ³RUJDQLF´UHODWLRQVRIVRFLHW\
+DOOKRZHYHUVRXJKWWRGHYHORS*UDPVFL¶VPRUH³PHWKRGRORJLFDO´FRQFHUQIRUFRQMXQFWXUHVLQDGLVWLQFWLYHIDVKLRQµDVDZD\of 
7 
  
For Hall, conjunctural analysis µPHDQVGHVFULELQJ>D@FRPSOH[ILHOGRISRZHUDQGFRQVHQWDQG
looking at different levels of expression ± SROLWLFDOLGHRORJLFDOFXOWXUDODQGHFRQRPLF,W¶VDERXW
WU\LQJWRVHHKRZDOORIWKDWLVGHSOR\HGLQWKHIRUPRISRZHUZKLFK³KHJHPRQ\´GHVFULEHV¶+DOO
& Massey, 2010, 65). The approach therefore acknowledges that the apparent hegemonic stability 
of broad historical conjunctures comprises a paradoxical constant amidst dynamic processes where 
social, economic, ideological and political relations shift across various analytical levels (Peck, 
2017). Ideology is understood as a key means by which the hegemonic settlement of a particular 
conjuncture is secured and re-enacted, by articulating how various (often contradictory) historical 
processes come together and give the conjuncture its specific shape.  
 
&UXFLDOO\KRZHYHUWKHGLIIHUHQWµOHYHOVRIH[SUHVVLRQ¶WKDWµFRPHWRJHWKHU¶LQDJLYHQFRQMXQFWXUH
also have distinctive histories and crisis tendencies. When these tendencies fuse, conjunctures can 
HQWHU LQWR VRPHWLPHV SURWUDFWHG SHULRGV RI µRUJDQLF¶ FULVLV &ULVHV PD\ EH UHVROYHG E\ WKH
restoration, reconstruction or transformation of a hegemonic settlement (Hall, 1988b,167). Whilst 
they are driven by deeper historical transformations in the economy or society, however, they are 
not determined by them. Rather, periods of organic crisis require concertHG µSROLWLFDO DQG
LGHRORJLFDO ZRUN«WR GLVDUWLFXODWH ROG IRUPDWLRQV DQG WR UHZRUN WKHLU HOHPHQWV LQWR QHZ
FRQILJXUDWLRQV¶+DOOE7KHFODVVLFH[DPSOHKHUHLV+DOO¶VDQDO\VLVRIWKHVKLIWIURPWKH
post-war to the neoliberal conjuncture, where a deep crisis was resolved by the forging of a new 
µKLVWRULF EORF¶ E\ 7KDWFKHULVP DQ LGHRORJLFDO SURMHFW ZKLFK VXFFHHGHG QRW MXVW LQ VHFXULQJ
electoral success but in becoming hegemonic and remaking the terrain of British politics and 
society. The task of conjunctural analysis is therefore to interrogate the nature of any given crisis 
facing the hegemonic settlement of a particular conjuncture, assessing possibilities for intervention 
LQWKHµZDURISRVLWLRQ¶WKURXJKZKLFKKHJHPRQ\LVFRQVWUXFWHGDQGFRQWHVWHG.  
Thinking conjuncturally about planning and ideology 
 
Conjunctural analysis is intended to help the analyst reflect upon the processes which shape broad 
KLVWRULFDOHUDVDQGWKHPRYHPHQWVEHWZHHQWKHPVXFKDVWKHYDULRXV³7KDWFKHULVP´DQG³1HZ
                                                          
marking significant transitions between different political moments; that is to say, to apply it as a general system of analysis to 
DQ\KLVWRULFDOVLWXDWLRQ¶+DOODQG0DVVH\,WLVLQWKLVVHQVHWKDWZHXVHWKHWHUPKHUH 
8 
/DERXU´SKDVHVRI WKH FRQWLQXLQJ³QHROLEHUDO FRQMXQFWXUH´ LQ  WKH8QLWHG.LQJGRP +DOO DQG
0DVVH\+RZHYHUSODQQLQJLVQRW³DFRQMXQFWXUH´LQWKHVHWHUPVLWLVDVHWRILGHDVDQG
material practices, typically organised as a specific area of public policy, not an historical period. 
 
6RZKDWGRHVLWPHDQWR³WKLQNFRQMXQFWXUDOO\´about planning? We contend that it means to think 
DERXWSODQQLQJDVRQHVLWHRU³SRVLWLRQ´ZKHUHPXOWLSOHVRFLDOHFRQRPLFDQGSROLWLFDOSURFHVVHV
with roots in the wider historical conjuncture coalesce. Because planning as an institutionalised 
set of ideas and practices is concerned with mediating the relations between social, economic, 
political and environmental pressures relating to land and property, it is inevitably a site where 
these sometimes contradictory processes must be reconciled or where key challenges must at least 
be obfuscated or displaced. At different times, planning may therefore become a more or less 
significant site for the contestation or reproduction of hegemonic forces.  
 
Ideology plays a crucial role in this. Ideas about planning are never formulated by an ahistorical 
³UHDVRQ´EXWDUHLQVWHDGVKDSHGE\WKHPDWHULDOUHDOLWLHVRIFRQMXQFWXUHVWKDWGLVFLSOLQHZLWKRXW
entirely determining, what can be thought and said. The struggle over political ideas in the planning 
sphere, intimately connected with deeply ideological conceptions of the relationship between land 
ownership, individual and economic freedom and the state (Shepherd, 2018), may assist in re-
enacting and re-securing hegemony in the face of obvious contradiction and challenge, although 
perhaps in altered form. Yet, because planning is a site of struggle, it can potentially also become 
a space where contradictions in the hegemonic settlement are distilled, become visible and may be 
articulated in ways that challenge dominant logics.  
 
The political implications of this approach are significant, since it recognises planning as a site 
ZKHUHYDULRXV³SRVLWLRQV´PLJKWEHVWUDWHJLFDOO\VWDNHGLQD³ZDURISRVLWLRQ´RYHULWVPHDQLQJ
purpose and role in society. In terms of attempts to reform planning in England, this means thinking 
about the dynamism of English planning as partly a function of  ongoing struggles to secure the 
legitimacy of dominant political ideas as they relate to the use and development of land.   
 
Applying conjunctural analysis to English planning 
 
9 
Rather than proposing a theory, +DOO¶VSULPDU\FRQFHUQZDVWRXVHWKHRUHWLFDOWRROVWRGHYHORSDQ
analytical practice oriented towards political learning and action (Clarke, 2014). Conjunctural 
analysis does not therefore aspire to be a fully-IOHGJHG ³WKHRU\´ EXW DQ DQDO\WLFDO DQG
methodological orientation. ,QZKDWIROORZVZHGRQRWVHHNWRGRJPDWLFDOO\³IROORZ´RU³XVH´ Hall 
but to adapt his open style of analytical thinking to examine the role of ideology in English 
planning in the aftermath of the 2007/08 global financial crisis. 
 
We have therefore sought to track changes to English town and country planning since 2010, 
SDUWLFXODUO\ DV LW UHODWHV WR D SRZHUIXO QDUUDWLYH RI ³KRXVLQJ FULVLV´ DQG VKLIWV LQ WKH HYROYLQJ
political ideology of the Conservative Party that has wielded power during this period. We have 
also traced shifts in national planning policies and legislative provisions, relating these to the 
&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\¶VSROLWLFDOLGHRORJ\WRTXHVWLRQLWVUROHLQVHFXULQJFRQWLQXLW\DQGFKDQJHE\
reconciling competing imperatives around the roles of the state and the market in planning for 
housing. This approach has required analysis of various policy documents, primary and secondary 
legislation, political speeches and debates, as well as the popular discourse of the press to build a 
picture of the practical sequence of changes to English planning, the role of the political pressures 
FUHDWHG E\ WKH GLVFRXUVH RI ³KRXVLQJ FULVLV´ LQ VKDSLQJ WKHP DQG KRZ WKH\ KDYH EHHQ
communicated in official policy discourse.  
 
$VDUHVXOWZHKDYHVRXJKWWRWUDFHWKHKLVWRULFDOURRWVRIWKHGLVFRXUVHRI³KRXVLQJFULVLV´DQGLWV
implications for planning; questioning its nature and significance in relation to the protracted 
unfolding of the 2007/08 financial crisis and the wider crises dynamics facing the neoliberal 
conjuncture. This requires an account of the ways in which the political, social and economic roles 
of planning and housing have changed in English society so as to understand the various historical 
GHWHUPLQDQWVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\DUWLFXODWLRQVRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´DQGWKHUROHVSOD\HGE\KRXVLQJ
and planning in relation WRWKHIRUJLQJDQGVXVWDLQLQJRI³QHROLEHUDO´KHJHPRQ\,QWKLVZD\ZH
seek to situate our analysis of the period since 2010 in a broader context to trace the continuing 
influence of various forces, including ideology, in shaping dominant understandings of planning.  
  
There are parallels in our approach with various other forms of post-structuralist and discursive 
analysis of planning ideas and practices. However, conjunctural analysis is distinctive in seeking 
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to take in the broad sweep of forces which coalesce into a conjuncture, while trying not to privilege 
any one particular aspect, be it social, economic, political or ideological. Nevertheless, by the very 
act of thinking analytically about a conjuncture, the analyst still has to carve it up and impose a 
narrative sequence and sense of coherence. This tension between the chaos of historical change 
and the coherence of narrative challenges all theory. There is no clear way out of the bind it creates, 
other than, as Hall (2011) argued, to retain sight of the deeply provisional and contingent nature 
of any account.  
 
By writing about a conjuncture, certain aspects will inevitably be foregrounded at the expense of 
others - the whole complexity of interrelationships cannot be adequately captured. Rather than a 
VHDUFK IRU WKHRUHWLFDO ³WUXWKV´ WKHQ FRQMXQFWXUDO DQDO\VLV VKRXOG EH MXGJHG E\ LWV YDOXH IRU
³GLDJQRVLQJWKHSUHVHQW´1HZPDQDQGWKHSUDFWLFDOSROLWLFDOLQVLJKWVLWFDQJHQHUDWHLQWR
ideological struggles to secure or rework hegemony across various sites, from the particularities 
of planning to the generalities of historical conjunctures. With this in mind we now turn to the 
longer term context framing the current moment for planning for housing in England. 
 
Housing, planning and the neoliberal conjuncture 
 
Housing supply has long played an important role in the politics of planning in England and the 
growing centrality of housing to thinking about planning reflects the wider political significance 
the issue has assumed in recent years. Whilst only one, relatively small part of the wider 
FRQMXQFWXUHWKH³KRXVLQJTXHVWLRQ´RFFXSLHVDSRVLWLRQDWWKHLQWHUVHFWLRQRIVLJQLILFDQWHFRQRPLF
social, political and ideological dynamics shaping the neoliberal settlement (Clarke, 2010; 
Marcuse and Madden, 2016). 
 
Economically, the deregulation of financial markets and mortgage lending by the Thatcher 
governments in the 1980s created the conditions for the financialisation of housing which came to 
be increasingly widely regarded as an economic asset, leading to the development of complex 
financial products and the widespread speculation on mortgage-backed finance that lay at the root 
of the 2007/08 financial crisis (Watson, 2009). Despite a significant house-price driven recession 
in the early 1990s and the effects of the crisis, these changes prompted long-term and significant 
11 
(though geographically uneven) increases in residential land and house prices, fuelled by easy 
availability of cheap mortgage finance. Indeed, the UK experienced approximately 1090% 
increase in average house prices in the period 1979 - 2018 (127% in real terms), and approximately 
280% increase in the period 1997 - 2018 (112% in real terms) (Nationwide, 2019). 
 
Both housing related debt and capital therefore became increasingly significant not just to 
individual households but to the functioning of the wider economy in what has been dubbed a 
³PRUWJDJH-OHGDFFXPXODWLRQUHJLPH´:RRG7KHGLYHUVLRQRIKXJHDPRXQWVRIZHDOWKLQWR
land and housing has had multiple effects, reinforcing the dominant role of financial services in 
the British growth model, and masking underlying structural weaknesses in the economy 
(Edwards, 2015).  
 
Politically and socially, the promotion of homeownership was a significant tool for winning 
support to the neoliberal policies of successive governments. This was most potently symbolised 
E\7KDWFKHU¶VLQWURGXFWLRQRID³ULJKWWREX\´IRUFRXQFLOWHQDQWVDSROLF\ZLGHO\FUHGLWHGZLWK
ZLQQLQJZRUNLQJFODVVYRWHUVRYHUWR7KDWFKHU¶VQHROLEHUDOSURMHFW&RXSOHGZith restrictions on 
local authority building that prevented the replacement of public stock, the residualisation of what 
UHPDLQHG RI ³FRXQFLO KRXVLQJ´ DOVR VLJQLILFDQWO\ UHLQIRUFHG QHJDWLYH SHUFHSWLRQV RI ZHOIDUH
GHSHQGHQF\DQGWKH³IDLOXUH´RIWKHSRVW-war settlements in the UK.  
 
,GHRORJLFDOO\WKHSURPLVHRID³SURSHUW\RZQLQJGHPRFUDF\´PDGHE\ERWK&RQVHUYDWLYHDQG1HZ
Labour governments over the past four decades appealed to property as a key symbolic stake in 
WKH³FRPPXQLW\´7KHVWUHQJWKRIWKHVHLGeological linkages was reinforced by long term rises in 
KRXVH SULFHV WKDW KHOSHG PDLQWDLQ ³FRQVXPHU FRQILGHQFH´ ZKLOVW OLWHUDOO\ DQG ILJXUDWLYHO\
mortgaging people into the maintenance of the status quo. Homeowners were thus interpellated as 
core subjects of neoliberal planning, with housing situated as a key site of both financial and 
emotional investment.  
 
Significantly, these ideological shifts also largely removed the state from the production of new 
housing, leading to a long-term reliance on the private sector. Capitalising on growth in land and 
house prices during this period the housebuilding industry in the UK consolidated into a 
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concentration of large public limited companies (Archer and Cole, 2016). Supply of new housing 
in England (particularly in areas of high demand like London and the south east) has, however, 
persistently failed to keep up with forecasted housing need, with an officially reported annual 
shortfall of approximately 115,000 homes against an estimated need of around 275,000 per year 
by 2017 (DCLG, 2017).  
 
Another significant long term consequence of these changes has been to alienate increasing 
numbers of people who have been priced out of the aspiration for homeownership and have 
EHFRPH ³WUDSSHG´ LQ D SRRUO\ UHJXODWHG SULYDWH UHntal sector. This notably includes a younger 
generation for whom the high costs of housing in economically affluent regions is becoming an 
LQFUHDVLQJO\YLVLEOHSUREOHP&RUOHWW	-XGJH7KH³VXFFHVV´RIWKHQHROLEHUDOVWUDWHJ\RI
promoting homeownership has, therefore, produced a range of paradoxical results and deepening 
contradictions that have put significant political pressure on governments to act. In response, 
VXFFHVVLYHJRYHUQPHQWVKDYH WHQGHG WR IDOOEDFNRQDFRUHQHROLEHUDOGLVFRXUVH³EODPLQJ´ WKH
planning system for creating bureaucratic delays and preventing the market from meeting housing 
need.4 As a result, planning reform has frequently been positioned as a key response to the 
GRPLQDQWFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´DVDSUREOHPof artificially constrained supply.  
 
The Financial Crisis: A new phase in neoliberal hegemony 
 
Conjunctural dynamics around housing and their various crisis tendencies were close to the centre 
of the financial crisis that erupted in 2007-8. In the UK this was followed by the electoral defeat 
RI1HZ/DERXUZKRVHLGHRORJLFDOSURMHFWKDGVRXJKWWRSHUIRUPDµGRXEOHVKXIIOH¶+DOO
accepting neoliberal prescriptions to liberalise markets, privatising and managerialising the state 
whilst retaining some cRPPLWPHQWWRWKHSDUW\¶VPRUHVRFLDOUHIRUPLVWSDVW,Q1HZ/DERXU¶VSODFH
a coalition government was formed in 2010 between the Conservative Party and the more centrist 
Liberal Democrats. 
 
The financial crisis exposed contradictions in the ideology underpinning the neoliberal settlement, 
                                                          
4
 Despite even official reviews acknowledging that increasing supply alone is unlikely to influence key aspects of the problem, 
particularly affordability (Barker, 2004). 
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XQGHUPLQLQJ1HZ/DERXU¶VFODLPVWKDWµOLJKWWRXFKUHJXODWLRQ¶KDGEURXJKWDQHQGWRWKHERRP
DQGEXVWF\FOHRIPDUNHWV,OOXVWUDWLQJWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIJHWWLQJµKROGRIWKHQDUUDWLYH¶WRFRQWURO
how crises are constructed and used politically (Hall and Massey 2010; 59), however, the banking 
crisis was quickly transmogrified into a crisis of the public finances (Clarke, 2010). Using the 
crisis as a pretext, the Conservative-led coalition government introduced deep, fast cuts to public 
services that it blamed on the profligacy of their predecessors. What had seemed a potential 
moment of rupture in the settlement, effectively ushered in a new phase in neoliberal hegemony 
which the dominant ideology of the Conservative Party helped to legitimise. 
 
In the next section we assess how planning in England was repositioned by this ideological agenda 
from 2010-2015, showing in particular the growing political importance of the narrative of 
³KRXVLQJFULVLV´DQGKRZLWZDVXVHGWRSHUSHWXDte prevailing, neoliberal ideas of planning. We 
also go on to highlight how the intensification of the politics of housing and the major political 
crisis created by Brexit appear to have destabilised core neoliberal discourses about the role of 
planning and the market in delivering new houses. Relating this to the underlying contradictions 
in the role of housing within the wider conjuncture outlined above, we argue that new opportunities 
may be opening up to contest the dominant construction of the housing crisis and articulate 
alternative ideas of planning.  
 
 
 
 
 
7RZDUGVDFRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLVRILGHRORJ\SODQQLQJUHIRUPDQGWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´ 
 
(I) Localism, housebuilding and ideological struggle 
 
Prior to 2010 the Conservative Party under leader David Cameron had sought to ideologically 
UHSRVLWLRQLWVHOIWRFKDOOHQJH1HZ/DERXU¶VGRPLQDQFHRIWKH³FHQWUHJURXQG´RI8.SROLWLFV7KH
UHVXOWLQJ ³&DPHURQLWH´ LGHRORJLFDO DPDOJDP VRXJKW WR FRPELQH FRPPLWPHQW WR WKH QHROLEHUDO
aspects of British conservatism ePSKDVLVHGVLQFH7KDWFKHUZLWKDPRUH³FRPSDVVLRQDWH´WUDGLWLRQ
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WKDWUHVWHGRQDQRUJDQLFDQG³ORFDOLVW´FRQFHSWLRQRIFRPPXQLW\DQGVRFLHW\DQGDSDWHUQDOLVWLF
orientation towards their conservation (Dorey, 2007; Evans, 2010). 
 
In the early years of the coalition government, a strong rhetorical emphasis was placed on the 
³ORFDOLVW´HOHPHQWRIWKLVLGHRORJLFDOIUDPHZRUN6XPPRQLQJFLWL]HQVWRFRPHWRJHWKHUDQGIRUJH
D³ELJVRFLHW\´WRPDQDJHORFDODIIDLUVSUHYLRXVO\XQGHUWDNHQE\WKHVWDWH WKHORFDOLVPDJHQda 
contained a strong current of anti-statism, enabling blame for the crisis to be placed on New 
/DERXU¶V FHQWUDOLVLQJ DJHQGD DQG SURYLGLQJ D QDUUDWLYH WKDW DW OHDVW UKHWRULFDOO\ OLQNHG
unprecedented cuts in public spending to a resurgence of local community control. 
 
Cited by Cameron in opposition as an example of the problems caused by too much central state 
interference, localism had particular resonance in planning, where resentment at central 
government imposition of targets for new housebuilding through regional plans was particularly 
VWURQJLQPDQ\&RQVHUYDWLYHYRWLQJORFDOLWLHV7DLWDQG,QFK$UDQJHRI³ORFDOLVW´FKDQJHV
to the planning system were therefore quickly introduced including the abolition of regional plans, 
and their perceived ³LPSRVLWLRQ´ RI WRS-down targets, and the introduction of a new tier of 
Neighbourhood Development Plans which communities can choose to prepare themselves to shape 
the development of their local areas. 
 
However, the neoliberal current within the ideology was also strongly present. The aftershocks of 
the global financial crisis and a subsequent sharp downturn in construction led government to 
DUJXH WKDW JHWWLQJ KRXVHEXLOGLQJ PRYLQJ DJDLQ ZDV µFUXFLDO IRU HFRQRPLF JURZWK¶ +0
Government, 2011, viii). The connection between housebuilding and growth led to planning 
reforms aimed at deregulating the planning system to enable the market to deliver more housing; 
an articulation of the core neoliberal critique of planning as a regulatory barrier. 
 
The neoliberal and localist emphases within the Conservative ideology thus intersected in their 
hostility towards the state. Government rhetoric argued these two strands could be reconciled in 
relation to housing as communities, freed from governmental interference and offered appropriate 
incentives, would come to support increased housebuilding. However, there were clear tensions in 
this formulation. The neoliberal emphasis on housebuilding and growth pushed for the 
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deregulation of the planning system so more houses could be built while the localist agenda 
promised local people greater control over unpopular new housebuilding by creating an additional 
layer of planning regulation at neighbourhood level and abolishing regional targets designed to 
ensure local authorities planned for sufficient housing. 
 
7KHVHWHQVLRQVHUXSWHGLQWKHSROLWLFDOFRQWURYHUV\VXUURXQGLQJWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRID³SUHVXPSWLRQ
LQIDYRXURIVXVWDLQDEOHGHYHORSPHQW´WKURXJKDQHZGUDIW1DWLRQDO3ODQQLQJ3ROLF\)UDPHZRUN
³133)´ZKLFKUDGLFDOO\VKRUWHQHGexisting national planning guidance. The proposal signalled 
a strengthened pro-development position, potentially undermining local powers to control what 
was built. It therefore generated strong opposition from a coalition of traditional Conservative 
supporters, led by a high-SURILOH QDWLRQDO PHGLD FDPSDLJQ DJDLQVW ³FRQFUHWLQJ RYHU RI WKH
FRXQWU\VLGH´ LQDNH\ ULJKW-wing newspaper. As for previous Conservative governments in the 
1980s (Thornley, 1993), planning for housebuilding therefore became a contested area of policy 
through the interaction of competing ideological imperatives within the ruling party. 
 
7KHFRQWURYHUV\VXUURXQGLQJWKHGUDIW133)WHPSRUDULO\WKUHDWHQHGWRGHUDLO WKHJRYHUQPHQW¶V
reform agenda, and was only resolved after a number of concessions were secured by the 
JRYHUQPHQW¶VRSSRQHQWV+RZHYHUWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKHVHVLJQLILFDQWO\DOWHUHGWKHQHROLEHUDO
programme around housebuilding enshrined in the document is debatable. The NPPF was 
eventually adopted in 2012 with a slightly mRGLILHG³SUHVXPSWLRQ´ZKLFKHIIHFWLYHO\UHGXFHGWKH
powers of local authorities and communities to oppose housing development where a local plan is 
out of date and/or the local planning authority is unable to demonstrate a sufficient supply of 
housing land. 
 
$UHYLVHGUHTXLUHPHQWIRUORFDODXWKRULWLHVWRSODQIRU³REMHFWLYHO\DVVHVVHGKRXVLQJQHHG´ZDV
also introduced. In practice this meant maintenance of the housing targets so despised by parts of 
the Conservative Party. Perhaps because these targets would no longer be set by central 
JRYHUQPHQW WKURXJK UHJLRQDO SODQV SHUFHLYHG DV ³UHPRWH´ IURP ORFDO FRPPXQLWLHV WKHLU
DSSHDUDQFHLQWKH133)UDLVHGIHZREMHFWLRQV7KHWHQVLRQLQKHUHQWLQFHQWUDOO\³LPSRVLQJ´WKH
requirement for local authorities to plan for objectively assessed housing need alongside a 
³ORFDOLVW´DJHQGDZDVREIXVFDWHG 
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In this regard, debates around the NPPF illustrate the relative autonomy of planning as a site where 
wider social, political, economic and ideological relations are not simply reflected but converge 
and are mediated in particular ways. The NPPF adoption process also shows how the political 
ideology of the Conservative Party of the time actively shaped and directed various planning 
UHIRUPVERWKE\³VXWXULQJWRJHWKHU´SRWHQWLDOOy contradictory lines of argument to secure consent 
and by flexibly adjusting in the face of political opposition. In the final compromise, the localist 
current of the ideology was clearly moderated to ensure the overarching commitment to growth 
through housebuilding deemed central to the wider neoliberal settlement. 
 
(II) The housing crisis, home ownership and the deepening of neoliberal reforms 
 
In the years following the introduction of the NPPF, the localist orientation continued to be 
symbolised by consistent government support for neighbourhood planning. This included 
measures making it somewhat easier for local communities with neighbourhood plans to resist 
unwanted housing (Barwell, 2016). Meanwhile, the neoliberal critique of planning remained 
dominant, increasingly focused through the discourse of the housing crisis with a particular 
emphasis on regulatory reforms to enable the private sector to increase the supply of new housing. 
 
For planning, the result was a period of intensified legal and policy experimentation (Haughton 
DQG$OOPHQGLQJHUGULYHQE\WKHQHROLEHUDOGHVLUHWRµUHPRYHDQ\XQQHFHVVDU\REVWDFOHVLQ
WKHSODQQLQJV\VWHPWRWKHGHOLYHU\RIQHZKRPHV¶([SODQDWRU\QRWHVWRWKH+RXVLQJDQG3ODQQLQJ
Act 2016, paras.2-3). Legislative changes gave central government new powers to intervene when 
local authorities failed to prepare plans fast enough or in accordance with the need to encourage 
more housebuilding. In addition, a range of actively deregulatory measures were introduced, 
exempting certain changes of use from the need to obtain planning permission, including the 
conversion of office buildings into housing.  
 
An enhanced focus on the viability of development in the aftermath of the global financial crisis 
enabled developers to challenge efforts by local authorities to extract development value to pay 
IRUDIIRUGDEOHKRXVLQJWKHUHE\UHVXOWLQJLQIHZHU³DIIRUGDEOHKRPHV´0HDQZKLOHWKHGHILQLWLRQ
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RI³DIIRUGDEOHKRXVLQJ´LQQDWLRQDOSROLF\ZDVLWVHOIFKDQJHGEULQJLQJLWFORVHUWRPDrket-levels 
(DLCG, 2012: Annex 2). With house prices quickly rising again following the financial crisis, the 
result was a decline in the number of new homes which could reasonably be considered 
³DIIRUGDEOH´SDUWLFXODUO\LQDUHDVRIKLJKGHPDQGOLNH/RQGRn (Wilcox et al, 2015, 12). 
 
This all occurred during a period when planning services were absorbing the largest budget cuts 
in local government, amounting to 53% of budgets from 2011-2017 (TCPA, 2018: 36). The 
cumulative result of these piecemeal changes is still hard to assess but has been deeply significant, 
reducing planning capacity in local government and control over the location, quantity and tenure 
of new housebuilding. Overall the 2010-2015 government may have overseen the most significant 
ideologically-driven reconfiguration of planning policy and practice since the introduction of a 
comprehensive planning system in 1947 (Lord and Tewdwr-Jones, 2018). 
 
Despite the fact that local authorities had little direct power to ensure new housing was actually 
built, government hoped that a combination of deregulation and the centralisation of power, 
particularly where local authorities were judged not to be fulfilling their duties adequately, would 
ensure enough development land was released for the market tR PHHW ³REMHFWLYHO\ DVVHVVHG
KRXVLQJQHHG´7KHGLVFRXUVHRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´WKHUHIRUHSOD\HGDNH\UROHLQLGHRORJLFDOO\
positioning planning as a key problem as the government responded to political pressures 
generated by both the perceived importance of housebuilding to the wider economy and the need 
to ensure continued access to the promise of homeownership.  
 
7KH ODWWHUZDVSDUWLFXODUO\ V\PEROLVHGE\ WKH³ILUVW WLPHEX\HU´EHFRPLQJDQ LQFUHDVLQJO\NH\
discursive figure, appealed to by policy initiatives designed to underwrite mortgage finance for the 
QHZ EXLOG KRXVHV EHLQJ GHOLYHUHG WKURXJK WKH ³VWUHDPOLQHG´ SODQQLQJ V\VWHP 3DUDGR[LFDOO\
however, this ideological response to fears about younger generations being priced out of the 
aspiration for homeownership served to underwrite both further rises in house prices and the profits 
of housebuilding firms, further exacerbating underlying problems of affordability (Partington, 
2019). As we now go on to argue, the focus on reforming planning to boost the market-led delivery 
of more houses and the creation of more homeowners has increasingly been exposed as an 
inadequate response to the contradictions underpinning the position of housing within a neoliberal 
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settlement now facing a period of heightened political uncertainty.  
 
(III) Political crisis and the opening of space for challenge? 
 
Following a general election in 2015, a Conservative government was elected. In order to manage 
the rise of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and dissatisfaction in the right-wing 
of the party, their election manifesto had promised a referendum RQ WKH 8QLWHG .LQJGRP¶V
PHPEHUVKLSRIWKH(XURSHDQ8QLRQ,PPHGLDWHO\IROORZLQJWKHGHFLVLRQWRµ%UH[LW¶WKH(XURSHDQ
Union, David Cameron resigned and was replaced as leader of the Conservative party by Theresa 
May who sought to respond to the divisive implications of the referendum result for the party and 
the wider country, and a significant shift to the political left by the Labour Party in opposition 
following the election of Jeremy Corbyn as leader in 2015.  
 
Brexit has has since generated a deep political crisis whose implications are still being worked 
WKURXJK:LWKOLQNVWRVLJQLILFDQWGLVFRQWHQWVDPRQJVWWKRVHµOHIWEHKLQG¶E\HFRQRPLFVRFLDODQG
political change over recent decades, including long-term increases in inequality set in chain by 
neoliberal programmes and exacerbated by austerity, the effects of this were quickly apparent in 
relation to housing. In a white paper on housing delivery published in early 2017, there was 
HYLGHQFHRIDVXEWOHUHIUDPLQJRIWKHQDUUDWLYHRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´QRZDVVRFLDWHGOHVVZLWK
the importance of new housing to economic growth and the encouragement of homeownership, 
and more with the social and broader economic effects of unaffordable housing. Whereas the term 
³HFRQRPLFJURZWK´ZDVPHQWLRQHGWLPHVLQ Laying the Foundations - A Housing Strategy for 
England (HM Government, 2011), in the Housing White Paper (DCLG, 2017), it appeared only 
twice.  
 
7KH:KLWH3DSHUDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDWEODPHIRUWKH³EURNHQ´KRXVLQJPDUNHWGRHVQRWOLHVROHO\
ZLWKWKH³EXUHDXFUDWLFSODQQLQJV\VWHP´7KHVXSSRVHGSUDFWLFHRIGHYHORSHU³ODQGEDQNLQJ´ZDV
questioned, with the accompanying accusation that such practices may be contributing to the 
undersupply of housing and, therefore, unaffordable house prices. Alongside this reframing of the 
FDXVHVRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´ZDVDQDFNQRZOHGJPHQWWKDWUHO\LQJSUHGRPLQDWHO\RQWKHSULYDWH
sector to provide the homes the country needs has introduced a concentration of power and market 
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influence that is not producing optimal societal outcomes. The White Paper therefore recognised 
a stronger role for local authorities in direct housing provision (i.e. building homes for below-
market rent). The build-out rates (and business models) of major housebuilders have also since 
come under scrutiny as increasing numbers of planning consents granted by a more permissive 
regulatory regime have failed to translate into parallel increases in new houses (Shelter, 2017). In 
addition, the power of private landowners in influencing the supply and price of housing 
development land has also been questioned (Letwin, 2018). 
 
The extent and implications of these apparent shifts remain unclear. However, it is possible this 
may have significant implications for planning for housing. In the years immediately following 
the global financial crisis, Conservative ideology sought to balance localism with neoliberal 
reforms to the planning system, appealing to the importance of housing and home ownership to 
economic recovery and prosperity, before then downplaying the localism agenda in favour of 
deregulation and centralisation of the planning system to help deliver more homes and create new 
homeowners. However, it now seems to also be responding to the political and social challenges 
flowing from unaffordable housing. Having previously been off the agenda for ideological reasons, 
openness to tackling high land values and funding local authority house building through public 
borrowing are symbolically significant. Increasing material evidence that planning delays are not 
the main obstacle to housebuilding seem to have interacted with an intensification of the politics 
of housing and the Brexit crisis to shake the ideological framework shaping the politics of 
planning. 
 
This generates significant questions about the potential for planning to become a site of more 
significant ideological struggle in the years to come, beyond its role in reconciling internal 
divisions within the Conservative Party from 2010-$VSDUWRI WKLVQHROLEHUDO³FRPPRQ-
VHQVH´ WKDW SODQQLQJ LV a regulatory barrier and source of bureaucratic delay may be open to 
challenge by forces seeking a more progressive idea of planning as part of a stronger state-led 
UHVSRQVH WR WKH KRXVLQJ TXHVWLRQ 0XFK ZLOO GHSHQG RQ ZKR VXFFHHGV LQ JHWWLQJ ³KROG RI WKH
QDUUDWLYH´GXULQJDSHULRGWKDWZLOOEHPDUNHGE\LQWHQVLYH³SROLWLFDODQGLGHRORJLFDOZRUN´DQG
struggle. Repositioning planning as a core means by which aspirations for decent, secure and 
affordable housing can be met by redistributing inflated land values could, for example, offer 
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routes to significantly reshape hitherto prevailing political and ideological horizons around 
planning and housing in England. In the remainder of this paper we go on to explore the value of 
a conjunctural analysis of these events, both theoretically, as a means of understanding the role of 
ideology in securing continuity and change in planning ideas, and practically, for thinking through 
possible political responses to the  profound uncertainties of the contemporary historical moment. 
 
Hegemony, crisis and the politics of planning for housing: the role of ideology 
 
)ROORZLQJ+DOO¶VLQMXQFWLRQWKDWWKHUHLVQRVLQJOHUXOLQJLGHRORJ\DFRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLV
of the politics of planning reform in England since 2010 encourages us to think about the role of 
the particular political ideology of the Conservative Party during this period and how this relates 
to a more abstract form of neoliberal hegemony at a broader conjunctural level as well as about 
the role of planning as a space where these relations converge. 
 
In the immediate aftermath of the 2007/08 financial crisis the legitimacy of neoliberal hegemony 
ZDV VHYHUHO\ FKDOOHQJHG DV ³WKH PDWHULDO DQG LGHRORJLFDO IRXQGDWLRQV RI QHROLEHUDOLVP ZHUH
VKDWWHUHG´ 6WDKO   Despite this, a major crisis of the neoliberal settlement was 
DSSDUHQWO\DYHUWHGDQGQHROLEHUDOORJLFVDSSOLHGWRUHVWRUH³EXVLQHVVDVXVXDO´OHJLWLPLVLQJIXUWKHU
rounds of state restructuring under the auspices of austerity. This was supported through active 
political ideological work by the Conservative-led coalition government to displace responsibility 
for the crisis, from clear evidence of market failures onto the state and public spending. Although 
there was by no means unanimous public support for austerity, through this ideological re-framing 
of responsibility for the crisis an uneasy and fractious consent was secured and the cultural 
saturation of neoliberal logics continued to hold together the broader conjuncture. 
 
This discourse of blame was strRQJO\ DSSDUHQW LQ WKH LQWHUVHFWLRQ RI WKH ³KRXVLQJ FULVLV´ DQG
planning in England post-2010 where, in the wake of the financial crisis, familiar neoliberal 
problematisations of the planning system as a barrier to development were given renewed urgency 
by the need to restore economic growth and access to homeownership as a core aspiration. The 
central role performed by the idea of homeownership in the political ideology of the Conservative 
Party at the time, and in the broader neoliberal settlement over the previous thirty years, ensured 
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that planning for housing was a key area for active ideological work which sought to shape the 
GLVFRXUVHRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´  
 
In this regard, the political ideology of the Conservative Party played an important role in ensuring 
that the ³KRXVLQJFULVLV´ZDVSUHVHQWHGLQVLPSOLILHGWHUPVDVDparticular kind of problem (supply 
of new housing being stifled by an overbearing state), requiring particular forms of intervention 
(deregulation and incentives to better respond to market signals). It thus sought to legitimise 
planning reforms aimed at encouraging housebuilding to create more homeowners and so help 
secure the continuation of the neoliberal settlement in the aftermath of the financial crisis. 
However, where such plaQQLQJUHIRUPVZHUHHQDFWHGLQ(QJODQGµYDULRXVIRUPVDQGLQWHQVLWLHVRI
struggle¶ (Hall, 1988a, 51) have been apparent, struggles closely linked to the contested and 
contradictory nature of the political ideology of the Conservative Party as well as the broader, 
material and political-economic contradictions of the financialisation of housing and the 
geographies of uneven development they have generated.  
 
The tensions between the localism and growth agendas in the early years of the 2010 - 2015 
government highlighted a persistent fault-line in Conservative Party attempts to govern planning 
for housing and exposed planning as a site where competing ideological agendas struggled for 
dominance in response to broader economic, social and political pressures, notably those generated 
E\ WKH ³KRXVLQJ FULVLV´ 7KH IOH[LELOLW\ RU LQFRKHUHQFH RI WKH LGHRORJLFDO DPDOJDP RI WKH
Conservative Party enabled it to legitimise various policy agendas, and to obfuscate their 
sometimes contradictory nature. The role of ideology in these processes has been both active and 
reactive - active in the powerful legitimisation of the integrated policy reforms in the early years 
of the Conservative-led coalition after 2010, and more reactive when its sense of coherence and 
legitimacy was challenged, most obviously when the economic growth and housing delivery 
DJHQGDV ULVNHG EULQJLQJ WKH JRYHUQPHQW¶V FRUH QHROLEHUDO GULYHV LQWR FRQIOLFW Zith local 
communities on whose political support it relied.  
 
If ideology is always contradictory and seeks to stitch potentially disparate developments, lines of 
argument and emotional commitments together, it is possible to conclude that the distinctive 
Conservative articulation of neoliberalism and localism from 2010-2015 proved a relatively 
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VXFFHVVIXOPHDQVRI³KROGLQJ´DSRVLWLRQFRQWDLQLQJWKHSRWHQWLDOO\SUREOHPDWLFSROLWLFVRIQHZ
housebuilding and enabling the roll-out of a new phase of neoliberal restructuring (Lord and 
Tewdwr-Jones, 2018). The planning system played a significant role in this ideological formation, 
SRVLWLRQHGDVERWKDQLGHRORJLFDO³VFDSHJRDW´*XQGHUIRUWKHVXSSO\VKRUWDJHV³FDXVLQJ´
the housing crisis and a means of placating opposition to new housing development through 
DSSHDOVWR³ORFDOLVP´  
 
7KHVHFRQWHVWHGSURFHVVHVRISODQQLQJUHIRUPWKHLULQWHUVHFWLRQZLWKWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´DQGWKH
importance of housing delivery and homeownership to securing the neoliberal settlement point to 
WKHRQJRLQJFKDOOHQJHRIVHFXULQJKHJHPRQ\DVD µSURFHVVRI LGHRORJLFDO IUDPLQJ LQVWLWXWLRQDO
UHVWUXFWXULQJSROLWLFDOVWUXJJOHDQGVRFLDODGDSWDWLRQ¶3HFN1HROLEHUDOKHJHPRQ\LV
not unilaterally imposed, but must be constantly re-made in the face of challenge and contestation 
arising from its own contradictions and the ways in which these are distilled and become manifest 
in particular struggles. Ideological struggles around planning are thus related in complex, mediated 
ways to wider processes without being wholly determined by them. This open and dynamic 
conception challenges conjunctural analysts not to reproduce accounts of hegemonic domination 
but to explore how particular sites (such as planning) might become locations of ideological 
VWUXJJOHIURPZKHUHDOWHUQDWLYHVFDQEHDUWLFXODWHGDVSDUWRID³ZDURISRVLWLRQ´ 
 
Indeed, there are now signs that the core neoliberal problematisation of planning as a key cause of 
the housing crisis has begun to break down under significant pressure from both its own internal 
contradictions and wider political and material realities with roots in the 2007/08 financial crisis. 
7KH8QLWHG.LQJGRP¶VYRWHWROHDYHWKH(XURSHDQ8QLRQVHHPVOLNHO\WRJHQHUDWHDQH[WHQGHG
period of political crisis with significant but as yet uncertain implications for the future of the 
neoliberal settlement.  As discussed in the previous section, this may have further significant 
implications for prevailing constructions of both the housing crisis and planning. In this context, 
it is important to be alert to emergent possibilities to articulate progressive positions from which 
to rework dominant conceptions of planning. It is to such possibilities that we turn next.  
 
µ5HDGLQJ¶SRVVLELOLWLHVIRUSROLWLFDODFWLRQ 
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)RU6WXDUW+DOOWKHRU\ZDVDOZD\V³DGHWRXU´RQWKHZD\WR³VRPHZKHUHPRUHLQWHUHVWLQJ´
valuable to the extent it contributes to the practice of theorizing in aid of political insight. His 
LQWHUHVWLQ³UHDGLQJ´FRQMXQFWXUDOG\QDPLFVZDVFORVHO\UHODWHGWRWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKH³ZDURI
SRVLWLRQ´IRUFRQWHVWLQJDQGUHDUWLFXODWLQJZKDW5D\PRQG:LOOLDPVFDOOHGWKHµOLYHG
system of meaniQJVDQGYDOXHV¶WKURXJKZKLFKKHJHPRQLFSRZHULVFRQVWDQWO\EHLQJUHHVWDEOLVKHG
DFURVVGLYHUVHVLWHV7KLVHPSKDVLVDOLJQVZLWKSODQQLQJWKHRU\¶VORQJ-standing orientation towards 
action, but what are its implications and how might they be related to the contemporary historical 
moment? 
 
The first thing that must be said is that it is, of course, incredibly hard to see how the contemporary 
political crisis in the UK will be resolved - there is presently little sense of a stable settlement 
DURXQGD³GRPLQDQWDQGHIIHFWLYHV\VWHPRIYDOXHV´LQ%ULWDLQ7KHRQJRLQJVWUXJJOHRISROLWLFDO
ideas will ultimately help determine whether new phases of neoliberal hegemony follow the 
creative destruction of Brexit or whether an alternative hegemonic settlement emerges to  secure 
a new conjuncture. 
 
Within the uncertainty created by this broader political struggle in the UK, it is correspondingly 
challenging to read the potential for political action around planning in England. However, its 
nature as a relatively autonomous space of ideological contestation suggests potential does exist 
to articulate progressive alternatives to the dominant neoliberal problematisation of planning, 
rather than passively responding to the ideological agendas of successive national governments as 
has been the case over recent decades. This potential for progressive ideological renewal is 
arguably stronger in periods of crisis and uncertainty, although, as immediately following the 
global financial crisis, they can also be swiftly closed off. 
 
Due to these contingencies, any progressive project for planning would require active ideological 
work to shape a fundamental rethinking of planning, away from long-standing technical or 
professional understandings, and towards a more progressive political sensibility. Following Hall, 
LWZRXOGQHHGWRZRUNµRQWKHJURXQGVRIDOUHDG\FRQVWLWXWHGVRFLDOSUDFWLFHVDQGOLYHGLGHRORJLHV¶
(Hall, 1988b, 56), articulating positions that resonate with and rework the sphere of popular 
common-sense where hegemony is constantly renewed. This would require associating planning 
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ZLWKDIRUPRI³SRSXOLVW´UHDVRQDQGWKH³HPRWLRQDOLQYHVWPHQWV´WKDWLGHRORJ\VHHNVWRPRELOLVH
securing popular support for new understandings of planning and bringing political pressure for 
change to bear on  policymakers. 
 
In this regard, the emergence of active political struggle over land, the profits of private sector 
house-builders, the exclusion of increasing numbers of people from adequate housing and the 
negative consequences of deregulated development all have the potential to tap into significant 
strands of thought and feeling at the intersection of contradictions which potentially challenge 
aspects of the neoliberal settlement. The historical roots of contemporary planning as part of 
broader movements for reform of housing and land, spurred by widespread popular support, 
VXJJHVW WKH SRWHQWLDO WR UHSRVLWLRQ SODQQLQJ LQ VXFK D ZD\ :DUG  FK %\ ³WKLQNLQJ
FRQMXQFWXUDOO\´DERXWWKHLGHRORJLFDODSSHDO of planning could progressive planners once again 
RSHQRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRPRYHEH\RQGWKHRU\WRZDUGV³VRPHZKHUHPRUHLQWHUHVWLQJ´" 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
7KLVSDSHUKDVH[SORUHGWKHSRWHQWLDOYDOXHRI6WXDUW+DOO¶VDSSURDFKWRFRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLVDV
an analytical orientation for exploring the complex relations between ideology and planning. We 
KDYHDUJXHGWKDW+DOO¶VDSSURDFKRIIHUVDVW\OHRIDQDO\WLFDOWKLQNLQJDWWHQWLYHWRNH\problems that 
must be confronted in order to understand how ideology frames the dominant forms of reason 
thrRXJK ZKLFK SODQQLQJ PLJKW DVSLUH WR ³JXLGH KLVWRU\´ 7KH SDSHU KDV PDGH WKUHH PDLQ
contributions to planning theory in this respect.  
 
Firstly, through an account of hegemony attentive to the continuous contestations involved in its 
reproduction, we have tried to position struggles over planning within a broader conjuncture whilst 
resisting any idea that planning ideas are straightforwardly determined by any hegemonic 
LGHRORJ\:HKDYHWKHUHIRUHVKRZQKRZHPSOR\LQJFRQMXQFWXUDODQDO\VLVDVD³VW\OHRIDQDO\tical 
WKLQNLQJ´KDVWKHSRWHQWLDOWRLOOXPLQDWHERWKWKHUROHRISODQQLQJDVDVLWHRIVWUXJJOHIRUKHJHPRQ\
in the broader conjuncture, and the role of political ideology in influencing, legitimising and 
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responding to change in planning ideas and practices. 
 
Secondly, we have shown the importance of exploring the role of ideology in relation to a range 
of other determinants of historical change. We have illustrated this by exploring the role of the 
political ideology of Conservative-led governments in securing continuity and change in planning 
ideas and practices in England since 2010. This has enabled us to focus on both the well-remarked 
WHQVLRQVDQGLQFRQVLVWHQFLHVLQDSDUWLFXODUJRYHUQPHQW¶VLGHRORJLFDODJHQGDIRUSODQQLQJEXWDOVR
to relate these to the material forces and political pressures the ideology has encountered and been 
articulated against, particularly with regard to the politics of planning for housing. The paper has 
therefore drawn attention to the ideological not as a realm where dominant power relations are 
XQZDYHULQJO\UHSURGXFHGEXWDVDWHUUDLQRIVWUXJJOHDQGFRQWHVWDWLRQSDUWRID³ZDURISRVLWLRQ´
whose stakes include the definition of the proper role and purpose of planning. 
 
Thirdly, the paper has sought to respond to planning tKHRU\¶VIRXQGDWLRQDOFRPPLWPHQWWRZDUGV
action by illustrating that conjunctural analysis has practical political value as a means of 
³GLDJQRVLQJWKHSUHVHQW´WRLQIRUPVWUDWHJLHVIRUUHVKDSLQJSODQQLQJLGHDVDQGSUDFWLFHVQRWOHDVW
by rethinking the ideoORJLFDO DSSHDORISODQQLQJ LWVHOI DQG LWV ³SRVLWLRQLQJ´RQ WKH JURXQGVRI
popular common-sense. 
 
Conjunctural analysis therefore positions planning as a space where ideological struggle takes 
place within the frame of an always contingent cultural hegemony. This struggle may result in the 
reproduction of dominant forces but it can also open space for alternative articulations which have 
the potential to transform dominant logics for both planning and the wider conjuncture, revealing 
routes to progressive political action. In this sense, we have argued that ideology matters for 
planning and must remain central to a political analysis of planning ideas, not in order to resign 
RXUVHOYHVWRWKHXQ\LHOGLQJGRPLQDQFHRIRPQLSRWHQWIRUFHVOLNH³QHROLEHUDOLVP´EXWDs a path to 
understanding how better ideas of planning might be shaped. That such spaces could presently be 
RSHQLQJXSDURXQGERWKWKHSUHVVXUHVRIWKH³KRXVLQJFULVLV´LQ(QJODQGDQGWKHZLGHUSROLWLFDO
crises enveloping the neoliberal conjuncture illustrates the opportunities - it is up to those who 
would like to see more radical change to seize the moment. 
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